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THIS DOCUMENT HAS BEEN REPRO-
DUCED EXACTLY AS RECEIVED FROM

ATING 1T POINTS OF VIEW OR OPINIONS
STATED DO NOT WECESSARILY REPRE? -
SENT OFFICIAL NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF .

EOUCATION POSITION OR POLICY, .. ) OWNER ’ L.
o T feel a brief clarificatiop of sone of xhe issues raised in my oA
2;; ' paper "A TheOretical\Perspective on the Relationship between Bilingualism )
[RDY and Thought' (Working Papers on Bilingualism, no. 1) is in order in

s:{ view of Gerald Neufeld's critidue in Working Papers on Bilingualism,‘

[ o no. 2. 1I shall Firs) clariry the purpose of the paper and then comment

Lt . . .
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. .-influence on the cognitive deVelopment of bilingual and unilingual
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IRES PERWSSON CF TE COPYAGHT

on some of Veufeld s specific m1s1nterpretat10ns

My purpose in considering the question of bilingualism and
thought was fot to offer arguments to show that hilinguals are'more
cognitively flexible than unilingual's nor to review recent research
on this issue, but to consider the logital adequacy of a certain ‘
theoretical position. I.attempted to.show that pred1ct10hs regarding ‘ . 7
the inf luence™of bilsdngualism on thoughr,are not wholly dependent on
the way the language-thought-issue’is resolved. In,pther words,

.t . . n -
nonr-linguistic factors could theoretically exert a'differential

. -

children. 1In the paper I noted -several such non-linguistic factors
(cultural st1mulat10n (Pedl and Lambert’ 1962); greater degree of - =
soc1al interaction involved in learning two languages as opposed to

one (1iedke and Nelson, 1968); switching between languages (Peal and
Lambert, 1962); Balkan, 1970; Landry, 1974)) which have been proposed

by various researchers as possible explanatory factors for the positive
effects of biljingualism on cognition which they observed in their ]
studies. The purpose of';entioning these factors was not, as Neufeld

assumes, to argue for their validity, but to point out that they are

relevant to a_theoretical, analysis of bilingualism and .thought.

This reminder. is'necessary since it has too often been implicitly

assumed that only the language—thought 1ssue is: relevaht to the

question of b111ngua1ism and thought (e. g., Maenamara, 1970). The - .

theoretical implications of the fact that bilingualism could affect
cognitive development in ways which are ndt digectly mediated by’
language are werth noting. The first implication is that Macnamara's

.
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‘influence either. In the original paper I argued that Macnamara's

(1970) theoretical analys1s b%lingualism and th;ught is logically
1nadequate since it take$ int& account only linguistic features e
of the bilinghal s1tuat10n. heufeld miséés the point when he says . Aﬁa'
that Macnamara 1s cognizant of the extent of or lgck of culﬁural . o ¢
transter. of course he is. What Hacnamara appears nét to be cognizant ‘
of 1s the fact that ‘the potential importance of this and othef non-
lingulstic factors (not all ' cultural"‘ 1nvalidates h1s conclusion -

that because language is less than crucial in the development o£3

cognition therefore bilingualism is unlikely'.to exert any important,

>

conclusion does ndt follow even when linguistic factors only are taken

, st

into account.

« Secondly, the existence of non—linguistio explanatory factors ) .
means that research on'the effects of bilingualism on cognitive )
processes does‘not necessarlly carry any implications for the language-
thought issue. Thus, Bain's (1974) attempt to integrate the views of
Piaget (1966) and Vygotsky (1962) on the- language-thought issue by

investigating the effects of bilingualism on cognitive developmth

misses_ the p01nt s:nce these effects are not necessarily‘mediated by

language. . . , ' .

Let me reiterate that in discussing linguistic and non-linguistic
explanatory factors I am'not suggesting that amy or,(all of these are «

valid; rather, the phrpose of the discussion is to draw out the

_1mp11cations.of the qualitative’difference between these two types of

He goes on to say that the most serious problem in the paper 1is thkat the

explanatory phenomena for theoretical analyses of bilingualism and
thought + I submit that the conclusions ‘reached by Macnamara (1970) P
and Bain (1974), though very different, are both logically inadequate

prec1sely because they fall to take account of this distinction. <« -

Neufeld begins his paper by stating that " ...Cummins offered some ,
arguments in support of the popular hypothesis that bilinguals may . . .
‘

well be more cognitively flexible than their monolingual counterparts."

impression is conveyed that nkarly all recent studies exploring the
effects of bilingualism on cognitive -development ' strongly support the

view that bilinguals excel in problem solving, concept learning,

abstract reasoning, and general ‘academic achievement." As pointed out
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above I had no intention of rev1ew1ng redent research, still less

attempting to show that Bilinguals are rgre cognitively flexihle than

unilinguals, Howevég, since the interpre

.exibilif?" in bilinguals have

tation of recent research .,
studies and oy own views an cognitive "f

been raised by Neufeld, a clarification {s in order. .
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’ ' Table 1 summarizés the observed effects of bilingualism on .

-

cognition and the suggested explanations| of these effects since the

Peal and Lambert study in 1962." Unfortuhately; Neufeldfs discussion of

previous Jgeséarch extends only to studigds cenducted in Montreal and

His conviction that bilingualigm does not lead to intellectual
‘had he’'been aware of the =

Ottawa.

advantages might have been less assured

bulk of evidence summarized in Table,l.; The fact, however, that recent?
studiés of bilingualism and -cognition h%ve reported higher levels _of
cognitive performance in bilinguals doés not, of course, preclude the’
' poss1b1lity that in some b111ngual 1earn1ng 51tuations .becoming b111ngua1
might have\heg\tive consequences for mental development or academic '
_achievement (ser, for example, Macnamara s (1966) research on bilingualism
Q:ha Macnamara (1974), Neufeld (1974)*and ‘

Cummins (1974) have wall noted that bilingual research results cannot be

s

and scholastic a evement) .

generalized outs1de the specific bilingual learning situation in which’

the research took Dlace. However , g1ven these qualifications, 'the

.research rcsults‘outlined in Table 1 clearly indicate that when .a certain

4

level of balance h;f beén achieved between the two languages, bilinguallsm
can, 1n some b111ngual learning s1tuat10ns; accelerate aspects of

cogn1t1ve developme t. While 1nd1v1dua1 studies in Table 1 may be

points, such a consistent body of eV1dence
P

issed by any serious researcher.
M - r'*‘
ly misreprgsents, my views on_ccgnltive "flex1b11ity"

criticized on various

cannot be lightTy di

‘Neufeld complet
in.hilinguals and on the "SWitching hypothesls , i.e., that.the habit N
from one language to another may lead to greateyr

b111ngua1s (Peal and Lambert, 1962, Balkan, 1970;

of constantly‘switchfg
cognitive flexibility i
Landry, 1974).
) bilinguals are more cognitively fléxible than uni11nguals, I have;/

Far from arguing in support of the hypothesis that

* elsewhere (Cummins, 1974),argued that the whole notion of cognitive B

flexibility in bilinguals'is rife with conceptual confusiop ,lh e

addition, the findings”of'a recent research study (Cummins a d Gulutsan,_
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(1974 6)\have cast serious doubt on the validity of the switcbing -

AY
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N - . L

hvpothesis.

3
7
While there is some evidence that bilinguals may be mdre " T
cognitively flexible (in some sense of the word) than unilinguals : (A <
{see Table 1), a more precise definition is needed of what this o ~—
. ‘1exibility entails. For example, how does "flexibility?_as used by' .
. Balkan (1970) ( performance on perceptual and verbal “'set changing"
tests) relate to Peal and Lambert's, (1962) “flexibility" performance
on tests of general reasoning) jor to Landry's. "divergent thinking" .
( performance on the Torrance tests of creative thinking)” The term . o
<. "flexlbillty is used by the respective authors to describe each
of these vastly different cognitive performance and in each case ‘th

'Switching hypothes1s is 1nvo£ed as an explanatory construct. The N

L

'extent df the conceptual confusion can be seen in Landry's/ comments

on Peal and Lambert's study. In discuss1pg Peal and Lambert's results

groups "was' prec1sely on the factor of flexibility, a d1 ergent - . .
‘tHinking task (1974, p. 10)." This is a-gross misinterpretation of ‘ '
Pead and L%nbert's ffhdingsi Peal and,tambert}s theoretfical speculations
might lead orfe to hypothesize a positive correlation befween bilingualism

and either creativity or cogmitive flexibility, but thefe is nothing in

Y

their. empirical data which supports such an hypotnesis. In addition, one
o d ‘ x

must ask how the lcognitive flexibility" discussed by Feal and Lambert, .

! Balkan, and Landry relates to the attitudinal flexibi 'ty’repbrted"in -

“several qg Lambert's studies. . Unless this type of question is answered - /
- the term "flexibility" will bé ‘so broad and ili-defined as, to be useless

for describing or accounting for differences petween unilynguals and

N ’

] bilinguals. . o ‘ ’ ' , "
, 'S " - .“ . P . . . M : K
© The validity of the "switching hypothesis"” has been called into =
) question by Cummins and Gulutsan (1974 b) who found.that bilingual and ~~—u
- unilingual groups matched .for %ex, SES and age, did not dlffer in

ability to extinguish a set as measured by the Uznadze haptic illusaonmiw, ?L
4
Lf bilinguals were in fact more adaptable" or willipg to change T 3

- (Landry, 1974, p. 13) as a result of alternating langidages this should
have been evident in the haptic set test which tequires subJects to .,J e

x change an established set or—pattern of response. Thus, it sheuld not:
S : . . | .

. ’
- .
ERIC : - ’ ' ' ' ¢
. 6 . i )
y .
FullToxt Provid c . , , » —— .
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be uncritically‘assumed that switching from one language to another

L}
has any consequences for the cognitive functioning of bilinguals. -

-

. * In Bummary, by misunderstanding the purpose of my paper which

was addressed to.the logical adequacy of Macnamara;s (1970) views on
bilingualism and’thought Neufeld has imputed to meAvarious beliefs
regarding‘cognit!ve flexibility, the switching hypothesis, cultural
stimulation,etc. which T do. not hold. In my paper these aspects of

some bilingual léarning situations were’ discussed purely as examples

of poss1ble non—lingu1st1c-eXplanatory factors with no cdn51derat10n

of their validity or lack of validity. The va1id1ty of these, hypotheses
is dependent’ on further empirical j estlgation. As is clear from the

-

discus51on above my views are very different from those attacked by

Neufeld. _._, ' b . v

It is hoped that the summary of recent research presented in
Table 1 will lead to d1scussions which gre better informed with respect
.to the phenomena which require explanatlon in the area of "bilingual
cognition. Also, instead of wooly armchalr theorizing about possible
' explanations of cognitive d1fferencés between bilinguals and unilinguals,
we need both empirlcal research des gned_to test the validity of
suggested explanations and rigourou conceptual analysis of notions

such as "flexibility" which are widely used by investigators in this . .

. ~ /

area, - . N . ‘ . . >
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